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ABSTRACT
POETRY AS RHETORICAL DELIBERATION IN THE WORK OF MARY OLIVER:
THE NECESSITY TO ACTIVELY OBSERVE
Jennifer Altman, M.A.
Department of English
Northern Illinois University, 2015
Bradley Peters, Director

This master’s thesis examines the poetry of Mary Oliver in the light of rhetorical
deliberation as sketched out by Bryan Garsten. Oliver’s work exemplifies what a private, instead
of public, deliberative process could look like. The methodology used is that set forth by
Jacqueline Jones Royster and Gesa E. Kirsch whose feminist approach uses four different
deliberative strategies—globalization, social circulation, strategic contemplation, and critical
imagination—that encourage looking at women’s work as broadly as possible. Applied together
to Oliver’s work, Garsten’s theory of rhetorical deliberation and Royster and Kirsch’s
methodology reveal that Oliver’s poetry encourages readers to engage in close observations of
their surroundings as a means of deliberating about the relationship between nature and humanity
and how they can expand their cultural perspectives.
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MARY OLIVER’S WORK

Mary Oliver is an American poet who has published over twenty books since the late
1960s. In 1984, she won a Pulitzer Prize for her poetry collection American Primitive, and, in
1992, she won a National Book Award for New and Selected Poems. Over the course of her
career, she has written many poems and essays on a variety of themes, and, as her own unique
voice has taken shape, her poetry has become increasingly grounded in the natural world.
Through her observations, she makes connections to the “big questions” that by their nature are
important to pose but never can be fully answered. Oliver does not have simple, “correct”
answers to her questions. However, she uses writing as a means of trying to find those answers,
and, occasionally, she realizes there are connections between what she observes occurring in
nature and human action and nature. For instance, the opening line of “The Summer Day” is
“Who made the world?” (House of Light 1). And, in “Roses, Late Summer,” she asks, “Do you
think there is any / personal heaven / for any of us?” (House 9-11). Her habit of writing poems
that ask these types of unanswerable questions invites and exemplifies deliberation.
Traditionally, deliberation is thought of in relation to politics, public decisions, and
public reason. When people deliberate, they attempt to discuss problems and situations in the
open in order to make decisions typically in the realm of public policy. However, such
attempts, as Bryan Garsten puts it, often decay quickly into “the sort of exchange that allows
room for neither persuasion nor deliberation… in which ideologues voice increasingly
radicalized versions to audiences who already agree with them” (4). Garsten argues for the
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possibility of a “rhetorical deliberation” that would not look the same as traditional
deliberation: “Instead it would value deliberative partiality, privacy, and respect for judgment
and opinion” (176). Rhetorical deliberation distinguishes “between one’s impulsive responses
to situations and arguments and one’s considered responses” (192). In other words, rhetorical
deliberation is something that one can do by herself with the main concern being one’s own
ideas, values, and actions so long as there is a respect for and consideration of other people’s
judgments and opinions. It also implies an openness to other ideas and looking for more than
just the two opposing ideas. This stance on deliberation is one that Oliver not only advocates
that her audience partake in but one that she models in her writing. As such, further
examination of her work should yield a better understanding of what “rhetorical deliberation”
looks like when Oliver uses her poetry to try to persuade her readers to consider her
perspectives on the topics about which she writes. I suggest, in Garsten’s terms, that Oliver
uses rhetorical deliberation to get her readers to find connections between their own interests,
concerns, and experiences and her own (192-93).
The idea of deliberating in private is one that Oliver practices and promotes. People
should not have to put their thought processes on public display. Instead, they should be able
to ponder in private where they are free from instant judgment. Oliver’s main source of
inspiration comes from solitary walks she takes in the woods and around the town where she
lives (Oliver “A Permanent Enrichment”). However, it is more than just inspiration. It is
where she intentionally takes the time to observe and truly see what is around her in a way that
many people today do not. She writes of this experience in her poem “How I Go to the
Woods:”
Ordinarily I go to the woods alone, with not a single
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friend, for they are all smilers and talkers and therefore unsuitable.
[…]
Besides, when I am alone I can become invisible. I can sit
on the top of a dune as motionless as an uprise of weeds,
until the foxes run by unconcerned. I can hear the almost
unhearable sound of the roses singing. (Swan 1-3; 7-10).
It is from observations such as these that she deliberates over what is meaningful, how it fits
into her schema and experiences, and how she can share her deliberations with her audience.
Previous Critical Commentary of Oliver’s Work
Much of the scholarship of Oliver’s work analyzes her work in terms of a feminist
interpretation, as romantic poetry, or as “eco-poetry.” Other criticism focuses on specific
themes within her work. Thus far, several essays take up rhetorical elements, but only one
essay uses an extensive rhetorical framework.
Janet McNew’s essay “Mary Oliver and the Tradition of Romantic Nature Poetry”
appears to be the first critical article of Oliver’s work. Her argument is that “the mythological
strategies of women poets are less bound by patriarchal strictures than is the literary criticism
which evaluates them” (60). In other words, she argues that Oliver’s work is of a Romantic
style similar to that of Wordsworth and Yeats but has received little recognition as such
because her strategies reflect her gender. McNew uses the theories of Carol Gilligan, Susan
Griffin, Carol Christ, Estelle Lauter, and Margaret Homans to argue Oliver is a prime example
of how a woman poet can reflect about nature and her relationship to it in the same ways as
men, but her reconciliation, or “answers,” to what she sees and experiences are quite different
from those of the men who preceded her. Ultimately, McNew has broken ground for a feminist
interpretation of Oliver’s poetry.
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Diane S. Bonds later takes McNew’s argument one step further to explain how
“Oliver’s poetry reshapes assumptions about language and poetry that attend those myths” that
McNew addresses (2). Bonds notes how Oliver’s use of nature as a metaphor for language
closely resembles Emerson’s discussion of language in Nature (2). She then uses Margaret
Homans’ theory of the matter/mater/nature identification to analyze Oliver’s linguistic choices
in relation to the observations and uses of nature in her poetry. What Bonds and McNew both
argue, then, is that Oliver takes the nature myths and tropes that are traditionally used by male
writers to “silence” women (writers) and instead uses them to give herself a voice and an
identity.
However, as Bonds progresses through her article, she begins to focus on the
complexity that arises from applying a strictly feminist theory to Oliver’s work. This
complexity is apparent in Patricia Yaeger’s interpretations of Oliver’s work. Bonds
acknowledges that Yeager’s analyses have merit but also asserts that they miss some key
aspects to Oliver’s work. For instance, Bonds claims:
To read Oliver’s poems as allegories of ‘the woman writer’s ecstatic espionage,
her expropriation of the language she needs,’ equating Oliver’s ‘heaven of
sensation’ with the female writer’s ‘pleasure in discovering [the] ownerlessness’
of language is to overlook not only the patient cultivation of relationship with
the literal, so central to Oliver’s poetic enterprise, but also the tension that arises
from Oliver’s persistent questions of the appropriation of nature as a means of
symbolizing human activities or consciousness. (11-12)
In other words, by focusing on narrowly construed feminist issues, Yaeger does not put enough
emphasis on Oliver’s constant questioning of nature as it literally exists and of human the
relationships with nature about which she writes. Bonds, then, comes close to discussing
Oliver as deliberating but does not name it or pursue her analysis beyond noting Oliver’s
constant questioning.
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Bonds mentions rhetorical matters in Oliver’s work, though only briefly in passing and
as support for topics other than Oliver’s rhetorical strategies. She gives as an example of one
rhetorical move the way Oliver is able to move back and forth between the literal and the
figurative within a single poem (11). Later, she notes that Oliver often sets up dichotomies
within a poem, but the structure of the poem allows her to move between the two sides in such
a way that readers are not left feeling polarized (13). These dichotomies have the rhetorical
effect of persuading readers to consider more than one possibility for looking at the topic about
which she writes.
More recently, Mark Johnson argues a feminist approach is not necessary to understand
the Romantic style in Oliver’s work because it follows the high Romantic tradition of Emerson
and Thoreau. The affinity is strongest to Emerson (80). Much of her poetry focuses on her
keen observation and wonder of nature and the unknown. He claims, “Emersonian rapture is at
the core of her work, and informs her sense of what her poetry does, her vatic voice, and her
intellectual adventure of not knowing” (82). In this way, Johnson is able to claim that Oliver’s
themes are an extension and continuation of Emerson’s transparent eyeball (81-2).
To prove Oliver’s Romantic ties, Johnson focuses the majority of his analysis on
Oliver’s series of prose poems “Sand Dabs,” of which there are six appearing sporadically in
three different collections, and on her long poem The Leaf and the Cloud, which is published as
its own book. Johnson highlights Oliver’s belief that anybody should be able to enter her
poems (83). Oliver openly admits that she deliberately keeps from making the majority of her
narrators clearly identifiable as male or female in these poems and others (Oliver “Maria
Shriver”). In this way, more readers can identify with the narrator and do not automatically
feel a degree of separation because they are not the same gender as the speaker of the poem.

6

Secondly, Johnson argues the idea of “organicism” appears in her work frequently (89). Many
of her observations come from watching nature do what it does naturally and without
interference from people. Lastly, Johnson claims that The Leaf and the Cloud is especially
useful in demonstrating Oliver’s “grand romantic impulse to erase the line between art and life”
(93). For Oliver, life is art, and art springs from life. Taking the time to study this relationship
between art and life will allow for a more complete understanding and critique of Oliver’s
work, especially because such a study will lead readers to notice how Oliver uses art to take a
deliberative approach to life.
The life Oliver most often focuses on is that found by experiences in a natural setting.
For this reason, there are critics who argue that Oliver’s work is eco-poetry. J. Scott Bryson
differentiates ecopoetry from traditional Romantic nature poetry in part by the time period in
which it was written and in part by style. He claims that ecopoetry is unique to the twentieth
(and perhaps twenty-first) century, and, while it still has nature at its core, it falls in line with
the characteristics of modernism and post-modernism (2-3). In other words, ecopoetry focuses
on themes such as breaking the illusions of the way people are treating nature and the earth.
Bryson further argues that the following “three overarching characteristics—ecocentrism, a
humble appreciation of wilderness, and a skepticism toward hyperrationality and its resultant
overreliance on technology—represent a broad definition of [ecopoetry]” (7). To Bryson,
“ecocentrism” means affirming the interdependency of the natural world, which leads to a
focus on specific places and the inhabitants of those places (6). Some of these characteristics
are found in Oliver’s deliberations, but her poems are not as “activist” or politicized as those of
other ecopoets. She often times leaves her poems open at the end for readers to continue
deliberating where she stopped writing.
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Laird Christensen argues that Oliver’s work is an example of the way postmodern
theory and ecology entail complementary “ways of understanding the world” despite the initial
reaction one might have that they are “at odds with one another” (135). Furthermore, his
argument is that “Oliver’s poetry replaces the old, pernicious myth of human independence
with an ecological tale of inclusion in a community of interrelated presences” (135). Most of
her poetry is about the relationships she sees in nature, and people and their experiences are
included within the sphere of nature. Christensen notes, for instance, that Oliver often writes
about the transformation of energy in the way that one animal becomes fuel for another or the
myriad of ways the dead are revived in the living (137). He also discusses the way Oliver
often writes of a specific event, plant, animal, etc. and broadens from her observation to a
“metaphysical speculation” and “reflection” (141). Some of these reflections focus on breaking
with an illusion found in the observation and are characteristic of the postmodern style
Christensen argues is present in Oliver’s work. Additionally, the conclusion can be drawn that
the narrator’s presence is integrated into the subject of the poem, thus incorporating
Christensen’s claim that Oliver sees individuals as a piece of a larger networked community of
people and nature, and that, ultimately, she is an ecopoet.
However, classifying Oliver’s work only as ecopoetry veils the complexity within her
work that can be revealed by taking her opinions of her work into consideration. Oliver’s
often-quoted rebuttal to classifying her work as ecopoetry comes from her essay “Winter
Hours”: “Persons environmentally inclined have suggested that I am one of them. I don’t argue
with them, but it’s not quite a fit” (Winter Hours 99). As time moves on, though, her opinions
begin to shift slightly on this topic. In her interview with Maria Shriver, she comments that she
fears the world, more specifically the earth, has been changing because people have lost a
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connection to the natural world. As a result, these changes have a devastating effect on nature
and on humanity. Her intent, though, still appears to be to get readers to think about what they
see, what they read, and what they know and then be conscious of their actions and the
consequences that follow, rather than to go out and save the environment. Part of her argument
seems to be that people do not necessarily have to join an activist group; however, they should
be aware of what is happening to the earth as a result of humanity’s actions so that our future
choices may have a more positive, rather than a continued negative, effect on nature and the
earth.
While the literary scholarship on Oliver’s work is significant to this project, its
methodology requires rhetorical scholarship as well. Garsten builds his theory in part from
Bernard Manin’s description of the activity of deliberation: “He [Manin] describes deliberating
individuals learning new information, broadening their perspectives, and changing their
preferences, but he also places great emphasis on the rhetorical character of their activity”
(188). The fact that people are thinking and incorporating new information into their alreadypresent schemas is what makes deliberation rhetorical. They have already been persuaded to
contemplate new ideas; now, they need to decide how these ideas fit within their existing belief
system and what they are going to do with this new framework.
Chris Anderson makes several claims in his article “Dramatism and Deliberation” that
are applicable to Oliver’s poetry. Anderson applies Kenneth Burke’s theory of dramatism to
two deliberative essays that focus on recreating an experience in order to form an argument
instead of striving for a “logically demonstrated thesis” (34). What applies to Oliver’s work is
his focus on concrete details. He claims that “the concrete details make the ideas clearer
[…and] their only claim to authority is that they are part of the experience [being described]”
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(38). Oliver’s poetry is grounded in sensory details and the way she has experienced the
natural world. Furthermore, Anderson argues that the concreteness and “its impression of [an]
ongoing process make[s] the deliberative issue vivid and immediate. […] This immediacy, as
the classical tradition holds, is the key to any act of persuasion” (38). Oliver’s poetry is almost
always about getting readers to experience the moment as they are reading her poems; the
experience immediately forces readers into a deliberative frame of mind, thus persuading them
to focus on an issue before they have even realized there is one. While the issues vary from
who or what has a soul, to how death is not always the end, to the way nature interacts with
itself, Oliver’s poetry compels active deliberation.
Jeannette E. Riley’s “The Eco-Narrative and the Enthymeme: Form and Engagement in
Environmental Writing” combines rhetorical technique with literary genre. Her central
argument is to propose what she calls an “eco-narrative, a text that enacts ecofeminist tenets
through rhetorical strategies that guide readers’ ways of knowing, interacting with, and taking
responsibility for the worlds in which they live” (82). The key characteristic of an econarrative is its use of enthymeme, which she defines as a strategy that allows readers to fill in
the missing part of an argument, because it “requires readers to enter into the eco-narrative and
identify with the stories being told by each writer in order to uncover the central premise of
each text” (82). In this way, Riley seems to describe one rhetorical technique that Oliver uses
to get readers to deliberate. Riley then uses Barbara Kingsolver’s The Poisonwood Bible, Terry
Tempest Williams’ memoir Refuge: An Unnatural History of Family and Place, and Oliver’s
poetry collection American Primitive as examples of eco-narratives.
For Oliver’s poetry, Riley focuses on the structure of American Primitive and on several
individual poems to prove the “central premise” of each and to show how the individual poems
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contribute to the collection as a whole. This particular collection is organized in such a way
that the first poem is “August” and the content of each subsequent poem moves chronologically
throughout the year so that by the end of the collection readers are back in summer (92-93).
Riley then argues this structure is further reinforced by the content, and especially the settings,
of the poems that encourages readers to ask questions and to put themselves in nature so as to
“walk with poems’ speakers through these locales, thus experiencing them along with the
poem” (92-93). Oliver’s encouragement of reader participation in her poems further connects
readers to the environment; her use of enthymemes within individual poems and the overall
collection of American Primitive “asserts that in the act of slowing down, of looking closely at
the natural world, we can (re)discover what we value” (94-95).
While there is some debate as to whether a feminist interpretation is necessary to
criticizing and having a better understanding of Oliver’s poetry, I find that the feminist
methodology that Jacqueline Jones Royster and Gesa E. Kirsch outline in their 2012 book
Feminist Rhetorical Practices: New Horizons for Rhetoric, Composition, and Literacy Studies
is appropriate here because they provide a methodology for identifying and analyzing rhetorical
deliberation in ways that Bryan Garsten does not. First, using this methodology will help reveal
Royster and Kirsh’s claim that rhetorical practices by women often look different from those
used by men. Oliver, for example, uses detailed nature imagery and meditations on nature in
her poetry and essays to persuade readers to look around them and deliberate upon how nature
and humanity are, and should be, symbiotic. In this way, Oliver shows how people should
think about how they interact with the world around them because they might be surprised by
what they learn and what they can reconcile within themselves. Secondly, Royster and Kirsh’s
methodology will give an even broader perspective of Oliver’s work and rhetorical deliberation
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because this perspective makes use of four strategies: globalization, social circulation, strategic
contemplation, and critical imagination. Each of these strategies encourages critics to look at a
work, or works, from more than one perspective; in fact, they encourage a critical analysis that
uses as many angles as possible to derive meaning and understanding. As in Oliver’s work,
Royster and Kirsch encourage thinking openly and deeply about texts and the contexts that
surround them. I apply each of the four strategies and also speculate upon the way that I see
Oliver employing each in her work because together they demonstrate what rhetorical
deliberation could look like.

WORKS STUDIED AND METHODOLOGY

Because of the large number of works that Oliver has published, I intend to choose
poems from different collections where I think deliberation appears most obviously. These
poems appear over the majority of her writing career and not during one period of her life or in
only one collection. The poems will primarily come from but are not limited to the following
collections: The River Styx, Ohio; American Primitive; New and Selected Poems Vol. I and Vol.
II; House of Light; and Winter Hours. In these collections are some of her richest and most
diverse poems in terms of themes, styles, and techniques. The essays I choose are mainly those
where she discusses her writing style and techniques because they are provide a means of
taking Oliver’s opinions about her writing into consideration. Winter Hours and Long Life are
two collections that contain essays with these themes. Her thoughts on writing, especially her
own work, can provide valuable insight into understanding her work and her intentions more
fully.
For my methodology, I adopt as a template Royster and Kirsch’s strategies, which
advocate looking at texts from as many perspectives as possible so as to get the most
comprehensive analysis possible. In addition, the research questions I have posed come from
Royster and Kirsch’s four strategies because these strategies allow for different ways to
approach deliberation that encourage people to look at other cultures, situations, nature,
humanity, etc. multi-dimensionally instead of as opposites.

13

“Globalization”: Widening Rhetorical Performance
Royster and Kirsch argue the main purpose behind globalization is to analyze rhetorical
strategies, especially those performed by women from across the globe, and “reconstitute what
counts as rhetorical performance” (112). There are many ways of being persuasive that are not
analyzed critically because they do not “look” rhetorical. Rhetoric includes much more than
stating a thesis, citing evidence, and refuting opposing opinions about a topic. For example,
Oliver uses descriptions of human postures, facial expressions, and actions in her poetry as a
means of getting readers to deliberate, which, as a Westerner, are not obscure, but these are not
common rhetorical modes. In these ways, she also gets readers to imagine and deliberate about
rhetorical performances from other cultures. Therefore, the research questions for this category
are as follows: what are other rhetorical performances that Oliver gets readers to deliberate on?
And, how does Oliver get “all” readers, not just women, to deliberate about the rhetorics from
other cultures?
“In Singapore, in the airport, / a darkness was ripped from my eyes” (The River Styx 12). These are much more than the opening lines from the poem “Singapore.” The narrator’s
revelation concerning cultural blindness is not only a theme for this and many of Oliver’s other
poems; it is also a fundamental piece of her deliberations and those of which she wants her
readers to partake. The ideas that people can be observed rhetorically and their body language
can be rhetorical acts are at the very heart of Royster and Kirsch’s idea of globalization. Oliver
reveals in her poetry that people display their cultural baggage visually and behaviorally as well
as linguistically, and that readers should take the time to deliberate about what it is a person’s
body language and behavior are actually disclosing.
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“Singapore” is not the first poem Oliver wrote with the abovementioned themes, but it
is the one where she most clearly identifies them. In it, the narrator meets an airport attendant
in a bathroom in Singapore. The woman is washing ashtrays in one of the toilets, and the
narrator instantly feels disgusted by what she is witnessing. Then, the poem shifts, and there is
a stanza about nature, about how “[a] poem should always have birds in it, […]” before
returning to the airport attendant and the narrator’s interaction with her (House 9). As the
poem continues, the narrator’s views about the woman and her work begin to change in such a
way that she no longer judges her but realizes that people can shine even in bleak situations.
Readers are able to see that change in the narrator by the way Oliver writes about the
woman’s actions and merges them with what, at first, seems disconnected, meta-poetic nature
imagery. When the narrator first sees the woman, she is kneeling while she works. Readers
find out two stanzas later that the woman is turned away from the narrator, making it easier for
the narrator to show her initial reaction to the situation. When she turns and looks at the
narrator, the woman is beautiful and embarrassed, but she manages to smile at the narrator, who
smiles back. As the narrator recognizes, “What nonsense is this? / Everybody needs a job,” this
moment becomes the beginning of her revelation (17-18). She has watched this woman work
for seconds, perhaps only a minute or two, and she begins to recognize the way she is judging
this woman based on her work, “which is dull enough” (21). When she takes the time to look
at her and her actions, she discovers that “[s]he does not work slowly, nor quickly, but like a
river. / Her dark hair is like the wing of a bird” (25-26). The narrator has let this woman’s
actions persuade her into taking the time to really observe this woman and think about what she
was seeing, to deliberate about the preconceived notions her own culture has given her and
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realize they are keeping her from seeing this woman in the context of her own culture and as a
woman who is not the same as she.
Even though the narrator has learned something about herself from watching this
woman, she is still applying her own cultural values to the woman and her work. Near the end
of the poem, the narrator notes, “I don’t doubt for a moment that she loves her life,” which
seems to be a bit tongue-in-cheek because she knows “her smile was only for my sake,” and
she still wants her “to rise up from the crust and the slop / and fly down to the river” (37; 2729). She wants the woman to be happy and not to have this position in life, so she wants her to
escape from the work and go to someplace more pleasant, as rivers have previously been
described.
While the narrator is left deliberating her own feelings and reconciling her own cultural
biases with what she is observing, readers, too, are left to develop their own deliberations about
the connections Oliver is making between nature and this woman as well as the connections
from the woman’s actions to her culture, to the narrator’s culture, to Oliver’s life, and even to
the readers’ culture. Could the airport attendant really love her life? Or, is it possible to be
dissatisfied with one’s type of work and still love her life? Should the airport attendant really
try to escape her life? Why should she go to the river? Is it only because it is “pleasant”?
Oliver elicits these questions and more from readers through her attention to the woman’s
movements.
It is through her description of the woman that Oliver is able to elicit compassion and
empathy for this woman, which only heighten readers’ contemplations about her. The woman
is not bending over the bowl but instead is kneeling at it (House 4). She has made herself
comfortable in her situation and her work, which in most cultures would be considered menial,
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to say the least. She is still able to smile even if it is to primarily make the narrator feel more at
ease (House 37). “She does not work slowly, nor quickly, but like a river” (House 25). The
woman is steady and constant in her cleaning, giving her an aura of having a purpose and a
destination other than to be finished with her work. The lack of judgment within these details
is the most powerful method Oliver could use to draw these conclusions, connections, and
contemplations from her readers.
Oliver uses a similar strategy in her poem “The Esquimos Have No Word for ‘War.’”
This poem was published in 1965, much earlier than “Singapore,” but it, too, lacks judgment of
the Eskimos, who are as central to the poem as the narrator is. The narrator in this poem tells
of her experience talking with a group of Eskimos about the Vietnam War. However, it is as
much about a lack of communication between her and the Eskimos as it is about the narrator’s
realization that they have very different priorities and worries from her own. The poem begins,
“Trying to explain it to them / Leaves one feeling ridiculous and obscene” (The River Styx 12). The opening lines reveal the judgment the narrator has passed on herself, but she never
does the same thing in regards to the Eskimos. The poem then continues by describing their
houses, the way they listen to her talking, and how the men go hunting for food while the
women stay back and wait the long wait. When the men return, they share with the narrator
what little food they have while she continues to talk about the war for which they have no
concept.
Oliver’s descriptions of the Eskimos’ actions catch the readers’ attention and guide
them into deliberation about why the Eskimos behave the way they do. When the narrator first
tells of the way they listen to her talk, they do not simply hear her; instead, “They listen
politely, and stride away” (The River Styx 7). Even though they really have no idea or
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background knowledge of what it is she is talking about, they are polite in the way they listen
to her before moving on to something that is more relevant to them, hunting. Additionally,
they do not merely walk away, but they “stride,” indicating a confidence and sense of purpose
in their movement. At the end, when the narrator is talking about the war once more, “They
chew their bones, and smile at one another” (The River Styx 20). That is the last line of the
poem, and it leaves readers wondering why they are smiling. There are many possible answers,
but they are not as important as the culminating effect this line has on readers to engage them
into thinking about the Eskimos as a people and as a culture without advocating a definitive
opinion about what is right and what is wrong.
In the same collection of poetry as “The Esquimos Have No Word for ‘War,’” Oliver
has a poem titled “Learning about the Indians.” Here, the narrator describes a schoolsponsored extracurricular activity where a Native American man, White Eagle, came and
danced for the children. Presumably, this activity was so that they could learn a little about
Native American culture. However, what the narrator remembers and learned in hindsight
from this experience is probably not what her teachers had anticipated.
Again, it is the description of White Eagle that is rhetorical. The physical description,
“He danced in feathers, with paint across his nose,” leaves readers, especially contemporary
readers, wondering if he is portraying a stereotype more than offering an authentic
representation. At the end of the poem when he is finished dancing, he changes “back into a
shabby salesman’s suit” (The River Styx 10). It becomes obvious that Native Americans do not
wear feathers and face paint in everyday life, so readers are left to wonder why he wore that
attire for this occasion and whether he explained why to the children. Furthermore, Oliver’s
decision to include the description of his “shabby salesman’s suit” is commentary on the dual
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lives Native Americans lead and perhaps the real lesson she learned and is passing on to her
readers.
Once again, it is not just White Eagle’s physical description that is rhetorical, but the
way his actions are described. In the middle of the poem, Oliver writes, “And he strutted for
money now, in schoolrooms built / On Ohio’s plains, surrounded by the graves / Of all of our
fathers, but more of his than ours (The River Styx 5-7). The use of the word “strutted” in
conjunction with the tone gives readers the impression that the narrator believes White Eagle to
be performing a show instead of teaching them about his culture. At the end of the poem, he
“drove, / tires screeching, out of the schoolyard into the night” (The River Styx 11-12). He does
not leave this venture full of pride; he escapes from it as fast as he can, leaving readers to
imagine why he is determined to get away from this experience so quickly. It is through these
details that Oliver moves people to think about how and why Native Americans have had to
“sell out” their culture in order to survive.
Within each of these poems, Oliver has carefully chosen words with connotations that
bring readers into a deliberative state of mind. Her focus on the details within these people’s
actions and body language reveal that observing can be as much of a rhetorical act as can her
subjects’ movements. Her poetic observations persuade readers to listen to what she sees and
thereby think critically about their own cultural biases and potential limitations.
“Social Circulation”: The Private Life and the Public Life
For Royster and Kirsch, social circulation focuses on the way women interact not only
with their contemporaries but those women who have come before them and those women who
will follow them. By studying the social circles that women participate in, researchers can gain
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an understanding of what roles women play in public and how that compares to the roles they
play in their private lives. Social circulation also integrates feminist theories and practices with
rhetorical theories and practices to show that the places where and with whom women share or
discuss their work, or even where others seek out, reproduce, and respond to their work, can
affect a culture or society at large (23). By studying how these social circles function
rhetorically, researchers are also able to analyze how women’s rhetorical practices impact
society on a larger scale. This strategy then leads to the following questions: what are Oliver’s
social activities in relation to her poetry? Do Oliver’s social interactions as a poet differ from a
typical conception of social activities, and, if so, how and to what end? And, could Oliver’s
deliberations have an impact that reaches beyond individual readers, and, if so, how?
When applied to Oliver’s work, social circulation appears differently from the examples
Royster and Kirsch include in their book. Royster and Kirsch reference women’s groups, such
as garden clubs, and social engagements, such as town picnics, as examples of places where
women interact with other members of society (ways they are sociable). They argue these
interactions can be analyzed rhetorically, and, sometimes, they are rhetorical techniques or
movements in and of themselves. Oliver, though, does not spend much time socializing in
these capacities or other, similar ways. In fact, Oliver values privacy so much that she has
unintentionally earned the reputation of being a recluse (“Maria Shriver”). While she had a
partner with whom she shared the better part of her life, her writing indicates that her partner
was one of the few people she spent time with socially. Even though Oliver does not
participate in many social engagements, she does accept a few invitations from time to time.
She still occasionally gives readings even though she is in her late seventies. In 2010, she
finally agreed to attend and read at Shriver’s annual Women’s Conference in California.
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(Shriver only needed to extend seven invitations to her before she agreed.) Even though Oliver
may not be forthright about explaining her work or personally pushing for people to read it and
understand her “message,” many people, especially people with power and money, see value in
her work. In addition to Shriver admitting her veneration for Oliver and her work, she claims
that Oliver’s fans are “everywhere” and names Laura Bush and Martha Beck as just two very
different, high-profile admirers. Therefore, what Oliver has to say and the deliberation that she
models and encourages influence a large group of people, especially women, who have the
capability to make an impact on society.
Oliver has also accepted several requests for interviews since 2000. She is among the
poets interviewed in Steven Ratiner’s 2002 book Giving Their Word: Conversations with
Contemporary Poets. He explains that he wanted to create this book because “explor[ing]
some of the enduring themes within each poet’s work” in these interviews would help “make
the connection between a poet’s creation and the daily lives of all readers, not just the small
percentage who were brave enough to visit the poetry section of their local bookshop” (ix).
Shriver unintentionally supports Ratiner’s rationale in the introduction to her own interview
with Oliver when she writes that Oliver’s work is “uplifting and full of courage” and that her
poetry and her “unconventional life” have been an inspiration to her. These two claims validate
the necessity to look at where Oliver’s work is read and by whom, and they are a further
indication of the influence she and her writing have on society.
From Oliver’s own point of view, though, it is far less important for her to know many
people and maintain relationships with them than it is to know the natural world around her, for
she believes “[i]t is one of the many perils of our so-called civilized age that we do not yet
acknowledge enough, or cherish enough, this connection between soul and landscape—
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between our own possibilities, and the view from our windows” (Long Life 91). She sees “this
connection” and so enters the landscape around her as often and for as long as possible. Being
alone when she connects her soul to the natural world allows for a more intimate connection
that she transfers into her writing. For example, readers see this connection in her poem “The
Poet Goes to Indiana.” Oliver writes of what she experienced in Indiana when she went there
to teach. She writes of living in the country with her dog, the fish in the pond where she was
staying, her intimate encounters with horses, and other animals that made her acquaintance.
The only person to enter the poem (other than the narrator) is a “blacksmith who came to care
for the four horses,” and, even then, the emphasis is less on the blacksmith and more on the
horses (New and Selected Poems Vol. II 21). She ends the poem with “Such a fine time I had
teaching in Indiana” even though she did not mention teaching once in the poem (New and
Selected Poems Vol. II 45). Oliver’s interactions with people, socially or otherwise, are far less
entertaining to her than those she has with nature.
Oliver shares that part of her life (her “connections”) not directly with her neighbors
and friends but with readers, people she may never know. She does this by addressing readers
directly in many of her poems. Just as writing directly to readers is a rhetorical technique to get
readers to engage in deliberation, it is also a way that Oliver reaches out to her readers to
connect with them; it is a way for her to be sociable and invite people into one of the most
intimate aspects of her life—her mind. She uses this technique in “Wild Geese,” where she
tells readers directly, “you do not have to […]” several times throughout the poem (Dream
Work). She also uses it at the end of “Five A.M. in the Pinewood,” where she shares with
readers her experience of meeting two doe in the woods (New and Selected Vol. I). The doe are
majestic and unafraid to get within arm’s length of her, but they never let Oliver touch them.
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This moment becomes a divine experience for Oliver, as she indicates in the last three lines of
the poem, “so this is how you swim inward / so this how you flow outward, / so this is how you
pray” (34-36). While using “you” could be interpreted as a generic pronoun, it still resonates
with readers as if she were sharing a secret or a profound discovery with them. Again, it is a
way that she connects with readers and reveals to them a little bit of who she is and how she
views the world.
Social circulation is not limited to looking at how authors approach and interact with
others but also includes how others approach her and her work. The technology of the twentyfirst century has allowed people to share information about authors, their work, and
video/digital recordings by and about those authors. A mere Google search of “Mary Oliver”
yields 150,000,000 results. If the word “poet” is added to the search, it limits the results to
848,000. With either search, Oliver’s picture appears immediately along with links to her page
on the Poetry Foundation website, Beacon Press’s website (who has published the majority of
her books), Goodreads, and Facebook, among others.
YouTube is another site where searching for Oliver lists 131,000 results. However, the
majority of them are not by Oliver herself. The first page has Oliver reading “Wild Geese,”
“The Journey,” “The Summer Day,” and “Little Dog’s Rhapsody in the Night.” This first page
also has a link to her National Public Radio (NPR) interview, while many of the rest of the
videos were created by fans. Some of the videos are of the poems being read out loud while
others are just the words to the poems set to music. There is even a high school class project,
and another video is someone reading “Morning Poem” while someone dances ballet in the
background. People are reading her poems and finding new ways to connect with them and
create individualized meaning from them because Oliver has created a space in her poems for
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people to add their own voices to hers as a means of connection. These two searches bring
forth a variety of texts related to Oliver and her work that without this technology would
otherwise go unnoticed.
Facebook has become a social phenomenon allowing people all over the world to
connect and share information. While the overwhelming majority of Facebook accounts are
held and managed by individuals for personal use, companies and public figures looking to
keep in close contact with their customers and fans are quickly closing that gap. Oliver is no
exception to that trend. She has a Facebook account that, given the voice of the status updates,
is not managed by Oliver herself but probably a publicist or agent. The information shared
there is varied and includes interviews, videos of Oliver reading her poetry, copies of her
poems, release dates and information about her new books, a link to vote for her to receive a
Goodreads Choice Award, and even the opportunity to receive an autographed sticker. This
last one is most interesting because readers had to post a line from their favorite poem in her
newest book, Blue Horses, in order to be eligible to receive their sticker. Using Facebook in
this way gets readers to interact with each other about a common interest because they are
sharing something important and personal in a public arena, a place that encourages people to
comment on and discuss what others have to say. At the same time, fans are promoting this
new book for Oliver and the publisher; they are creating more talk about Oliver and her poetry,
which continues and increases social awareness of Oliver and accessibility to her work.
Blogs are another medium for people to share their thoughts with others. LoraKim
Joyner’s A Year’s Risings with Mary Oliver: Reading and Reflecting on Mary Oliver’s Poems,
One Poem Each Day for a Year is exactly what the title says. Every day for a year, she posted
one of Oliver’s poems and followed it with her interpretations of the poem, connections she
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makes to it, reflections about her own past experiences, and/or other deliberations about the
themes of Oliver’s poems. For instance, in her reflection on the poem “Learning about the
Indians,” Joyner writes of how she does not want to live in the Midwest because “they killed all
their Indians.” However, she then continues to think about the way Native Americans were
treated all over, how their bones are buried everywhere, and, most intriguingly, whether we
should continue to dance—a word borrowed from Oliver’s poem—knowing of the suffering of
others both past and present. After most of her reflections, Joyner asks a question related to her
and Oliver’s writings meant to start a dialogue with her readers. For this post, she asks, “What
harm or suffering have you contributed to? How do you make meaning of this and how do you
live well when others live poorly, or vice versa?” This blog exemplifies one way people read
Oliver’s poems and deliberate and interact with them privately before sharing them with others
via the Internet.
The two poems that appear first and most frequently online seem to be “Wild Geese”
and “The Journey” while the third most common is arguably “The Summer Day” (also known
as “The Grasshopper Poem”). These are the poems that everyday readers and fans are sharing,
commenting on, and using in their day-to-day lives. Unlike many of her other poems where
she describes in great detail what she sees and lets the reader determine the underlying
message, if any, these three poems are more explicit in the way she mixes nature imagery with
direct address to readers. This combination of elements makes it easier for people to understand
the poems overall and at the same time connect with individual lines within the poems.
“Wild Geese” is a poem about finding ones’ place amidst hardship and despair. It
begins with a list of actions that “you” as the reader do not have to do, including “walk on your
knees, / for a hundred miles through the desert, repenting” (Dream Work 2-3). Then, the
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narrator shifts the structure to “tell me about despair, yours, and I will tell you mine” as a
means of inviting the reader into a conversation with her (Dream Work 6). She follows this
with several lines of beautiful description about the different ways that the natural world
continues to move on while this imagined conversation happens. The poem finishes by telling
readers:
Whoever you are, no matter how lonely,
the world offers itself to your imagination,
calls to you like the wild geese, harsh and exciting—
over and over announcing your place
in the family of things. (Dream Work 14-18)
The connection between Oliver and her readers is a give-and-take and comes from both parties
knowing that in difficult situations people still have a family to which they belong.
“The Journey” has a theme similar to that of “Wild Geese.” It begins:
One day, you finally knew
what you had to do, and began,
though the voices around you
kept shouting
their bad advice— (Dream Work 1-5)
It is another poem where people identify with the sense of needing to be saved, needing to
escape a bad situation and move on to one in which they can thrive. The dark weather imagery
in the middle of the poem reveals the situation the narrator assumes readers are in and trying to
leave. However, at the end, there is a sense of resilience when readers are told they begin to
recognize their own voices, and become
determined to do
the only thing you could do—
determined to save
the only life you could save. (Dream Work 33-36)
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While “Wild Geese” is more uplifting and focused on joining the world, “The Journey” is
darker and focused on finding a more solitary place in the world and taking care of oneself. In
this way, Oliver is able to reach a wider audience because she can connect both with people
who are looking for family and with those who are confident and comfortable enough with
being on their own. Readers, then, can deliberate on what it is they need to do to save their
own lives.
When it comes to “The Summer Day,” it seems that most people become attached to the
last two lines, “Tell me, what is it you plan to do / with your one wild and precious life?”
(House 18-19). These two lines can be taken out of context, and often times, they are used in
such a way that makes them sound trite. These lines show up on a variety of kitsch items, such
as coffee mugs, wooden plaques, and bracelets, that people use as a reminder to do something
important with their lives, which are fleeting and should not be taken for granted. In isolation
away from the rest of the poem, these lines are meaningful to people; however, they are much
stronger if they are looked at within the context of the poem.
The poem begins as a poem of inquiry and unknowing. She asks a series of questions
that begin with the broad, “Who made the world?” and funnel down to the specific, “Who made
the grasshopper? / This grasshopper, I mean—” and she continues to describe the looks and
actions of one very specific grasshopper (House 1; 3-4). At the end of the description, she
admits what she does not know in the form of several I-statements: “I don’t know exactly what
a prayer is. / I do not know how to pay attention, how to fall down / into the grass [...]” (House
11-13). Then, she turns directly to readers and engages them in a conversation.
Tell me, what else should I have done?
Doesn’t everything die at last, and too soon?
Tell me, what is it you plan to do
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with your one wild and precious life? (House 16-19).
Taken in the context of the poem, these last two lines are part of a larger conversation that
arose from internal wonderings and contemplations and became the natural progression from
not having an answer to her question. She does not have the answers, but she knows these are
important questions to deliberate about, so she turns to readers to get them involved in the
process. In turn, readers have responded by latching onto the climax of a deeply contemplative
poem and deliberating on the line that most directly relates to them on an individual level.
Critics, on the other hand, do not analyze these same three poems that average readers
have grown attached to. McNew gives “Wild Geese” a cursory nod by pulling out a phrase
from one line as a way to use Oliver’s language for one of her arguments. The emphasis is on
the wording of the singular idea and not on the analysis of the poem, which is not even named
within her article. Other critics have chosen a variety of other poems, such as “Sand Dabs,”
“Bone,” “Singapore,” and “What is There Beyond Knowing?” to study, depending on what it is
they are seeking to argue about Oliver’s work, but few have done scholarly critiques on “Wild
Geese,” “The Journey,” or “The Summer Day.”
Social interaction has become more complicated in the 21st century, but, at the base
level, it is still about how people forge connections with one another. Who these other people
are and how they make these connections depends on a variety of factors. Increased
accessibility to and use of the Internet has expanded the social circulation of Oliver and her
work in that it has allowed Oliver’s readers to share and deliberate upon her work in ways that
they could not when Oliver first began publishing her poems. The Internet has given her
readers more autonomy in the way they share and discuss her work. As result of these
discussions and deliberations, Oliver continues to be a favorite among the populous even if she
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has not received large critical attention. While her work is shared freely and receives attention
on the Internet, her personal life still remains a bit of a mystery, which is probably something
Oliver would appreciate. For Oliver, the most important people in her life are her readers and
her late significant other. Her attention and care are bestowed equally upon those people and
upon those things that are not people at all but have just as much value to her—wildlife. In
return for her deeply detailed and thoughtful writings, her readers interact with her by
deliberating on those topics she brings about and by sharing their conclusions and Oliver’s
work with others.
“Strategic Contemplation”: Consciously Thinking and Following the Unexpected
In order to be successful and thorough in scholarship, Royster and Kirsch claim that
scholars must “deliberately [take] the time, space, and resources to think about, through, and
around our work as an important meditative dimension of scholarly productivity” (21). This
action involves thinking not only on our own but interacting with the (women) authors being
studied because taking the time to engage with the text and its author, not rushing to judgment,
and not rushing to analyze the work allows the researcher to formulate new questions and
follow unexpected ideas (22). The deliberation seen in Oliver’s work exemplifies the ideas
behind this strategy in the way she often chooses to watch her surroundings without
interference or interfering so that she can see how nature behaves. This solitude and lack of
interruption also gives her time to think about what she is observing and to make connections
that she turns into deliberative moments. As she encourages readers to take advantage of
deliberative moments themselves, several questions arise for me: how and why does Oliver
direct readers’ deliberation towards a connection between human nature and nature? And, what
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kinds of unexpected connections does Oliver influence her readers to make through
deliberation and contemplation?
Since Royster and Kirsch argue strategic contemplation is also something researchers
must do in order to be fair to the author and her work, I have limited my focus for this section
so as to attend carefully and fully to Oliver’s use of language. Specifically, I have chosen
several poems where Oliver’s contemplations involve animals. These three poems reveal how
one aspect of nature can inspire her to contemplation while at the same time revealing the way
Oliver focuses her attention on the details of her encounters with animals.
Oliver demonstrates what strategic contemplation looks like when in A Poetry
Handbook she writes of the way she envisions Stanley Kunitz writing “The Round.” She
imagines “the poet leaning closer and closer […]” so that he looks deeper into the fine, minute
details of the scene because the poet must “scrutinize the world intensely […]” (99). It is not
difficult to recognize that Oliver does the same with her work, which often comes from very
carefully looking at and listening to what is around her to get a better understanding of how the
natural world works. While much of her inspiration may come from wild fauna and flora, she
manages to write in such a way that readers are left with the feeling that she is writing about
more than just the details of what she sees. Through her own contemplations, which ultimately
appear in the form of poems, she gets readers to sense the connection between nature and
human nature and then move in closer to actually recognize and deliberate about that
connection.
“Black Bear in the Orchard” is a poem where Oliver turns an act of nature into an event
that pertains to human nature—catastrophe. The narrator watches a hive of bees diligently
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working when a bear fresh from a winter’s hibernation comes looking for food. He finds it in
their hive. As Oliver writes,

He was not a picklock.
He was a sledge that leaned
into their front wall and came out
the other side. (New and Selected II 10-12)
The narrator comments on how watching nature take this course reminds her of all the ways
people, especially laborers, work their entire lives building and creating for the future, a future
which they all know may never come to pass but hope will. Destruction and the actions
surrounding it become the central ideas of the poem. Bees, so small and delicate when
confronted by a black bear, remind her of the people “who are so hopeful, and work so
diligently / until times brings, as it does, the slap and the claw” (30-31). Working passionately
towards a goal with little conscious acknowledgement that it could be ruined is as inherent to
humanity as much as it is to nature. And yet, on some level, both people and nature are
instinctually always aware of the potential for sudden destruction, but they create anyway.
People who live in areas such as the Midwestern United States and the Caribbean Islands are
met with tornados and hurricanes, respectively, during specific seasons. The residents in these
places know that there is a possibility that one of these forces could destroy their house, their
business, their school, but they build these structures with the anticipation that they will be one
of the lucky few who escapes damage. Similarly, the bees in Oliver’s poem continue to have
the instinct to build their hive despite generations of destruction by various forces of nature,
including predators. The damage from natural disasters creates a spectrum of effects for both
people and nature: some people escape from natural disasters with only property damage;
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others lose everything, including those things and people which give their life purpose, while
still others fall somewhere between. The bees sustain a similar type of damage where their
home and many of their lives are destroyed. What is unclear is whether their purpose, their
queen, was also destroyed. Perhaps that is intentional so that readers will contemplate what it
means and what it looks like to lose their purpose. Other readers may leave the poem
deliberating on uncertainty and how they handle it. As the poem continues, Oliver shifts
readers’ thoughts away from the emotional and intrinsic connection between people and nature
and towards a more intellectual frame of mind. Speaking of catastrophe, she asks, “is it the
sharp sword of God, / or just some other wild body, loving its life?” (40-41). The directness of
this question further pushes readers into a deliberative posture. It encourages them to think
about catastrophic events from an angle that is different from the status quo. Instead of
focusing on the problems associated with destruction, Oliver pushes readers to entertain the
possibility that such problems might just happen because they need to, in order to clear the way
for something else to survive.
In “Mountain Lion on East Hill Road, Austerlitz, N.Y.,” the narrator tells of the time
she met a mountain a lion. Her description of the meeting begins with the first instant she saw
the lion and moves through carefully crafted details about the lion and their encounter until the
narrator comes to an understanding that their meeting is not just a chance sighting but an
opportunity to study and contemplate the way this lion represents what is natural in the world
and belongs there as much as any other person, animal, or element of nature. In the first
moment they see each other, the narrator notes, “flames leaped / in her eyes,” and
her black lip
curled as though she had come
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to a terrible place in the long movie, her shoulders
shook like water, her tail
swung at the grass […] ( New and Selected Vol. II 7-8; 12-16)
She looks close enough at the lion to see not flames of anger but “distaste” leaping. Similarly,
her shoulders did not just shiver; the narrator recognizes that their movement is reminiscent of
water. Oliver takes a broad idea of an encounter with a mountain lion and, through the use of
her descriptive language, narrows the experience into its details so that readers know what it is
like to meet this particular mountain lion. The deliberation, for both Oliver and her readers,
comes from analyzing these details and contemplating the way they connect with observers.
Readers are left to make their connections personal; however, for Oliver, deliberation
appears as she widens her scope when she moves into discovering the purpose of this particular
meeting. The narrator is still emerging from the details to draw her conclusion, which she does
in the final two stanzas. The eventual recognition she makes is that this lion, like many other
“perfections,” belongs in this area as much as it does other places that have remained
unchanged by people. Thus Oliver develops the narrator’s encounter with this particular lion
into a universal experience—an experience with which all of her readers can identify because
what the narrator recognizes in the mountain lion is representative of the same territorial
feelings and instincts that appear in people when they know they belong in a place and to a
place. Moreover, the narrator’s deliberation continues to develop in analysis and meaning as
she recognizes that “she was not a cat at all / but a lean and perfect mystery” (19-20). The idea
of a “perfect mystery” shows the depth with which the narrator is deliberating about this
encounter. The narrator has leaned in so closely that the look in the lion’s eyes, the expression
in her face, and the way her body moves allow her to classify this lion as “perfect” and as
something that she cannot completely understand in its totality. She has looked at the details
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and can describe and analyze them individually, but, taken together, the parts are not equivalent
to the whole.
From a researcher’s standpoint, looking closely at the details that Oliver chose to
describe this lion reveals that she is much more than just a lion. Oliver references all of the
elements—earth, fire, water, and air—in relationship to the lion’s looks and movements:
“Flames leaped / in her eyes;” “her shoulders / shook like water;” “her tail / swung at the grass”
(7-8; 15-16). This last action includes both air, which is disturbed by the movement of her tail,
and earth in the form of the grass. All of these elements that are essential to life come together
in this one animal, who is said to be the queen of all others. The result of their coming together
is that the narrator sees this lion not just as a part of nature but as one of the great creations and
mysteries of the world. It is made up of all of the elements necessary for life, things that are
recognizable to humans but, which when put together to form a whole, remain elusive.
Oliver brings about a sense of spirituality that, in this poem, tenuously connects to
Christian theology. For “Mountain Lion on East Hill Road, Austerlitz, N.Y.,” the idea of
meeting a lion without a physical altercation brings to mind the story of Daniel. In the story,
Daniel is sealed into a den of lions overnight but comes out unharmed the next morning (The
Harper Collins Study Bible 6). While Daniel’s meeting of a lion is similar to that of the
narrator’s in that both come face-to-face with the lion, the idea of mystery and visions makes
the connection between Oliver’s poem and Daniel still stronger. Daniel is able to identify and
interpret the king’s dreams in the beginning and later has his own visions that he cannot
understand on his own. During his first dream, Daniel sees an angel “coming with the clouds
of heaven” (7.13). For Oliver’s narrator, the lion “stepped / from under a cloud / of birch trees
and padded” (2-4). While not exactly the same, the cloud imagery loosely connects the two
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pieces together. Additionally, at the beginning of the poem, the narrator is certain she has seen
a lion, but by the end of the poem, she is less certain of what she has seen, why she has seen it,
and what it means. Despite her doubt, the narrator maintains a sense of spirituality, comfort,
and acceptance of mystery in much the same way that Daniel’s faith helped him when he did
not understand his visions. By focusing on the details, readers contemplate their own sense of
spirituality and understanding of uncertainty.
Lastly, “Vultures” is a poem where Oliver is able to move readers to deliberate on how
everything in nature has a function. Even though some things are not aesthetically pleasant,
they serve a purpose that, in the end, is often not only pleasing to the senses but also helps to
move life forward. This particular poem discusses the purpose of vultures. They eat death.
Oliver describes what these birds look like in flight and the way vultures turn death back into
life with the overall purpose of the poem being to show one of the ways nature deals with the
ultimate “unending” change: death. Vultures are not a typical topic for a poem because most
people initially react to them with disgust. However, Oliver does not view them that way. In
fact, the first half of the opening sentence proves quite the opposite:
Like large dark
lazy
butterflies they sweep over
the glades looking
for death […]. (American Primitive 1-5)
This description instantly conjures up images of large birds with wings spread wide open
gliding in a circle. Oliver pushes readers to look at the physical characteristics of vultures in a
positive light through her comparison of them to butterflies. Once she gets readers to deliberate
about what they look like in flight, she can then push them a little bit further into contemplating
the vultures’ actions.
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This shift in deliberation appears in several places in the first poem. The first place is
the second half of that first sentence. She finishes it with
to eat it,
to make it vanish,
to make of it the miracle:
resurrection. (6-9)
She simultaneously introduces readers to what vultures are known for doing and turns it on its
head. They are no longer committing the disgusting act of eating a dead animal but are
resurrecting that animal. They are giving it new life by using it “to fuel / those powerful
wings” (35-36). At the end of the poem, she refers to what they are doing as a “wise doctrine,”
“magnificent cycle,” and a “sweet huddle of death” (32-35). They are fulfilling their role in a
larger cosmic design. By this point in the poem, Oliver easily gets readers to think about what
this design is, what it might look like, and what humanity’s role in it is (or what it could be or
should be).
Oliver also juxtaposes several opposing ideas or images in such a way that readers are
slid into contemplation about how they fit together to create the whole picture. The initial
comparison is vultures to butterflies. Then, she writes of the way no one “wants to ponder” the
way vultures “feel the blood cool […] Locked into / the blaze of our own bodies” (22-26). She
puts the cold/hot sensations together to reinforce the idea of the life/death dichotomy, and while
the animal being eaten is dead, we are most certainly alive. She is circling back to writing
about the physical before moving on again to thinking about their actions. Two lines later, she
writes “we / honor them and we / loathe them” (28-30). Again, she is forcing readers to think
about how honor and hatred, two opposing emotions, can be felt at the same time. By using
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these other oppositions within the poem, she reinforces the idea that something can be both
hideous and beautiful, that life and death can exist simultaneously.
Oliver uses natural occurrences in much of her poetry, but “Vultures” especially, to
dovetail nature and humanity in such a way that it forces readers to look closer at the poem,
and, when they do, they begin to make connections and contemplations about how living nature
and people handle death. She subtly engages readers through the phrases, “No one knows,”
“no one counts,” “No one, / moreover, / wants to ponder” (9-10; 13-14; 19-21). Then, she
becomes less subtle by using the first person for “our bodies” and “we watch them,” “we honor
them,” and “we loathe them” (27-31). By using “our bodies” Oliver brings readers in closer to
her, and to the moment when they “watch / them wheeling and drifting” by grounding readers
in their own, living bodies (28-29). Once readers become closer to that moment of seeing
vultures search for food, they can easily contemplate the way nature handles death and the way
humanity handles it. Nature uses death to literally “fuel” the lives of those creatures and plants
left behind. Additionally, Oliver’s word choice in “Vultures” reminds readers that there are
other, more symbolic ways to keep the dead alive. She uses words like “body,” “blood,”
“miracle,” and “resurrection,” which connect to Christianity. During Communion, Christians
symbolically eat the flesh and drink the blood of Christ. Because of this act, they are keeping
themselves spiritually healthier and keeping alive the spirit and doctrine of Christ. In this way,
they are symbolically committing the same act as vultures.
Oliver shows readers that while, on the one hand, many people think of life and death as
one set of opposites that cannot exist simultaneously, there are, on the other hand, ways—both
literally and abstractly—that people contradict themselves. She uses her intense observations
of nature to appeal to both our scientific and spiritual sides in order to move readers to
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contemplate how the world is not really split into dichotomies but is filled with “both/and”
scenarios and ideas. By thinking about the world in this way, Oliver persuades her readers to
follow unexpected paths in their deliberations and subsequent conclusions.
“Critical Imagination:” Questioning Knowledge
Royster and Kirsch use Kirsch’s definition of imagination, “a commitment to making
connections and seeing possibility,” and then add to it a critical lens so that it also becomes an
“inquiry tool” into knowledge (19-20). This critical lens pushes primarily researchers, but not
them exclusively, to form questions about, analyze, and (re)evaluate what constitutes
knowledge, what we know, what we can know, what we are limited in knowing, what we claim
as “truth” based on what we know, how we value knowledge, and how we authenticate
knowledge (19-20). Similarly, Oliver asks questions along these very same ideas throughout
her work to persuade readers not simply to accept what they know, or what they think they
know, about the natural and human worlds, but to ask hard questions and seek answers about
how those worlds interact and inform each other. Furthermore, she uses her senses and her
experiences either to offer educated, but often times hypothetical, answers or to simply say we
may never know the answer. Either way, she always leaves room in the conversation for
readers to contribute their own ideas. Therefore, the research questions for this section become:
how does Oliver expect readers will expand and question their own knowledge? And, how does
Oliver deliberate about answers to the questions she has?
The content of her work suggests that Oliver is constantly observing what happens in
the world immediately surrounding her and uses those observations as a springboard for
making connections, questions, and deliberations about Nature, humanity, and the
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interconnection between them while simultaneously forging a connection between her work
and her readers. Oliver has a question or two in many of her poems, but there are a few poems
where most of the content is a series of related questions. “Some Questions You Might Ask” is
the one poem I will explore in this section because it best exemplifies how asking questions
leads to deliberation.
Throughout the poem, Oliver asks thirteen questions all related to the soul, a topic that
has been discussed a countless number of times but for which little agreement has been
established. It is precisely because of the lack of a definite answer that this topic remains
poignant and remains with so much to be said about it. Oliver’s contribution, then, could have
looked like any number of things, but she chose a poem that moves readers to think about the
soul in concrete terms to which they can relate. The opening lines read, “Is the soul solid, like
iron? / Or is it tender and breakable, like / the wings of a moth in the beak of the owl?” (House
of Light 1-3). With the very first two questions, Oliver has readers questioning the physical
qualities and permanence of the soul.
Then, Oliver asks, “Who has it, and who doesn’t?” (4). Readers have to think about
what they know about the soul in order to answer this question. In this way, Oliver gets readers
to evaluate what it is they know so that they can re-evaluate how they apply that knowledge.
The narrator in the poem then makes two statements that require readers to make some
connections and leaps in logic (Riley’s enthymemes): “I keep looking around me. / The face of
the moose is as sad as / the face of Jesus” (5-8). The narrator uses the knowledge she has
gained from her observations (the face of the moose) and connects it with
information/conceptions that she already has (the face of Jesus) to move readers into the frame
of mind that perhaps people are not the only ones with souls. As the poem continues, she can

39

then ask more directly, “Why should I have it, and not the anteater / who loves her children?
[…] What about the blue iris?” (14-18). By the end of the poem, readers deliberate about what
the soul is: does it have shape or form, where does it appear, why does it supposedly inhabit
some entities and not others, and how do readers know the answers to these questions?
Through posing her own questions and connections, Oliver moves readers to deliberate about
the answers to her questions in addition to forming their own questions and connections.
Moreover, by demonstrating that sometimes deliberation does not result in any answers but
instead in more questions, Oliver encourages readers to continue asking questions because that
is another thoughtful response and engagement during deliberation.
Engaging readers in this type of dialogue is a goal Oliver consciously tries to meet with
every poem she writes. In her essay “The Swan,” Oliver writes about what she wants her
poems to do for readers: “I want the poem to ask something and, at its best moments I want the
question to remain unanswered. I want it to be clear that answering the question is the reader’s
part in an implicit author-reader pact” (Winter Hours 24). These ideas are included as a type of
prelude to discussing her poem of the same name. After sharing her secret about the poem and
some short explanations about the line and stanza structures and punctuation choices, she
explains the purpose for “taking the reader’s good and valuable time” is to “invite the reader to
want to do something beyond merely receiving beauty, and to configure in his or her own mind
what that might be” (Winter Hours 25). She wants readers to construct their own knowledge
and meaning from her work. After reading several of Oliver’s poems, it becomes obvious this
idea is prevalent not just in her poem “The Swan” but in most, if not all, of her poems. Readers
are encouraged to deliberate about the topics Oliver chooses, but her work is left open-ended so
that she can persuade readers to engage their critical imaginations and continue forming their
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own questions where she leaves off. Oliver’s poems are a starting line for critical thinking and
deliberation; the finish line resides wherever readers gain in knowledge and understanding.

CONCLUSION
Royster and Kirsch’s four-part methodology helps researchers discover Oliver’s
rhetorical strategies. This methodology easily lends itself to the idea that when researchers
make any analysis they should be looking at the work and the writer holistically.
Globalization, social circulation, strategic contemplation, and critical imagination work
together so that, when they are applied to rhetorical deliberation, both researchers and readers
experience a fuller and richer deliberative process because they are engaging in a larger variety
of contexts; they think more broadly while deliberating because they study their work from
every angle possible while asking questions throughout so that the most comprehensive
understanding can be made. By applying this methodology to Oliver’s work, we see how her
open mindedness, sense of wonder, constant curiosity, and close observations allow her to be
open to rhetorical deliberation at any time. As a result, many of the themes of her poems grow
out from nature so that by the end they lean toward a human commentary; she maintains a
humanistic approach, in the most organic sense of the word, that encourages her readers to
closely observe their own cultures and environments and then look beyond them so as to
expand their understanding of humanity.
Anderson quotes Cicero as stating, “A great impression is made by dwelling on a single
point and also by clear explanation and almost visual presentation of events as if practically
going on—which are very effective both in stating a case and in amplifying the statement” (39).
Oliver’s poetry, and even some of her essays, do just that. Her detailed and clearly defined
poems most often focus on a single event, animal, or place, such that her conclusion cannot

42

help but be seen by readers by the time they finish reading; however, she does it in such a way
that readers are not left feeling as if her conclusion is the “right” one or the “only” one, but
rather as a conversation starter for them to respond with their own questions and deliberations.
Oliver’s poems, then, persuade readers that they need to take the time to consciously
observe their own environments in order to fully engage in rhetorical deliberation, a process
that pushes readers to observe, to think, and to re-evaluate their previous judgments, beliefs,
and knowledge and a process that she models in a variety of ways throughout her poetry. Her
work encourages readers to constantly be open minded, for they will never know what might
spark a change in perspective, a change in understanding of how the world works together.
Most importantly, though, her work encourages readers to be open and understanding of others
and inquisitive of things they do not know, for, without these, what makes us different from
“the anteater, / who loves her children?”
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